CHAPTER VI

LI AS NAVAL AND MILITARY ADMINISTRATOR

IN Europe, and amongst foreigners in China,
Li Hung-chang's claims to greatness have generally
been associated with his diplomatic career, while his
fellow-countrymen have attributed his pre-eminence
chiefly to his activities as military commander and
organiser of the Empire's defences. So true is it,
that such honour as is given to a prophet in his
own country is usually ^discriminating and wide
of the mark. In China, as elsewhere, a public man
may find himself with a reputation for administrative
ability whose real claim to distinction lies in a
neat style of writing philosophic essays. European
opinion, looking to the parlous condition of afiairs
in China in 1894, greatly admired the courage and
dexterity displayed in Li's diplomacy during and
after the peace negotiations with Japan. His subse-
quent journey round the world was justly regarded
as a memorable tour de force^ which enhanced his
reputation for statesmanship of a subtle and pic-
turesque kind. But as far as the Chinese were con-
cerned, his prestige, built up on naval and military
dispky, reached its zenith before the Japanese war
and thereafter collapsed. In fact, amongst many of
his official colleagues, the debacle of his much-vaunted
naval and military preparations was widely denounced
as proof of his unfitness, not only for high office,
but for further existence. As we Lave seen, only the